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Our Guest of Honour, Your Honour Madam W K Mutale Nalumango, the Vice President of the Republic of Zambia represented by Honourable Ambrose Lufuma Minister of Defence of the Republic of Zambia, 
Honourable Amon Murwira, Minister of Foreign Affairs and International Trade of the Republic of Zimbabwe and Vice Chairperson of the COMESA Council of Ministers,
Honourable Lady Justice Lombe Chibesakunda Judge President of the COMESA Court of Justice
Honourable Ministers from COMESA Member States,
Assistant Secretaries General, Ambassador Dr Mohamed Kadah and Dr Dev Haman 
Your Excellencies High Commissioners, Ambassadors accredited to the Republic of Zambia and Permanent Representatives to COMESA,

Your Excellencies High Commissioners, Ambassadors accredited to the Republic of Zambia and Special Representatives to COMESA,
Your Excellencies Members of the Diplomatic Corps,
Representatives of Regional and International Organisations,
Distinguished Delegates,
Ladies and Gentlemen,
Good Morning 
Allow me, at the outset, to convey my deep appreciation to our Guest of Honour,Honourable Ambrose Lufuma Minister of Defence of the Republic of Zambia representing Her Honour Dr. W.K Mutale Nalumango Vice President of the Republic of Zambia for creating time off his busy schedule to grace the opening ceremony of the Council of Ministers. I wish to convey through you, Guest of Honour, our deep gratitude to the Government and People of the Republic of Zambia for their warm hospitality and excellent arrangements accorded to all the delegations. We are also grateful for Zambia’s continued commitment to COMESA, including its generous allocation of ten acres of land for the construction of the new COMESA Headquarters. This is a transformative step in strengthening our institutional foundation and long-term operational efficiency. We especially acknowledge the continued dedicated support and leadership of His Excellency Dr. Hakainde Hichilema, President of the Republic of Zambia, on this project. We also note the signing of the Framework Agreement with the China State Construction Engineering Company and proposed the shortening of the stipulated implementation period.
It is a profound honour for me to address this 46th Meeting of the Council of Ministers of the Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA). This Council convenes at a moment of renewed determination to consolidate our Common Market and accelerate implementation of our integration agenda. Under the guidance of this Council and the Authority, the Secretariat remains firmly committed to executing its Treaty-mandated obligations, including coordinating regional programmes, monitoring implementation of decisions, and supporting Member States in driving sustainable economic and social progress through cooperation and integration.
The average economic growth in COMESA slowed to 5.8% during 2024, down from 6.1% in 2023, with projections indicating a further slowdown to 5.5% in 2025. Despite this deceleration, many economies-maintained resilience, supported primarily by increased public investment, stronger commodity export activity, and improved macroeconomic management, as evidenced by easing inflation and stabilisation of public debt ratios. 
In response to these realities and aligned with continental integration agendas such as the African Union’s Agenda 2063 and the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, our commitment to accelerating economic integration and structural transformation is anchored within the new Medium-Term Strategic Plan (MTSP) for 2026–2030. Buoyed by the 2025 Summit theme “Leveraging Digitalization to Deepen Regional Value Chains for Sustainable and Inclusive Growth”- the Plan emphasizes consolidating integration of markets, whilst leveraging on frontier technologies to enhance productivity and connectivity to promote equitable and inclusive growth and development. 
GUEST OF HONOUR, HONOURABLE MINISTERS, DISTINGUISHED GUESTS, LADIES AND GENTLEMEN. 
COMESA has continued to deepen its Free Trade Area (FTA), with 16 actively participating Member States. Engagements continue with the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Ethiopia, and the Kingdom of Eswatini to join the FTA regime. 
To enhance trade efficiency and predictability, COMESA has made decisive strides in embracing digitalisation and trade facilitation to overcome bottlenecks in integration:
The launching of the electronic Certificate of Origin and the national single windows systems tools have significantly streamlined trade processes, enhanced transparency and reducing transaction costs, making cross-border trade faster and more efficient. Various other trade facilitation and digital instruments are already in place, including those for monitoring cargo movement, payments and settlement systems, regional food statistics, NTB reporting, supporting small-scale traders and the facilitation of Mutual Recognition of Standards, and Agreements. 
COMESA continues to strengthen mobility of skilled labour in the region under the liberalization of services framework. To support continental integration, COMESA has developed a draft Strategy for implementation of the AfCFTA which will be presented for your consideration and adoption during the meeting. 
Following the entry into force of the TFTA Agreement, the Tripartite RECs (T-RECs) have intensified efforts to secure further ratifications. Tanzania, Djibouti, Comoros, and South Sudan have reported advanced progress. Plans are underway to convene Tripartite Policy Organs to launch trading under the TFTA Agreement, while the Tripartite Task Force (TTF) continues resource mobilisation to support full operationalisation.
GUEST OF HONOUR, HONOURABLE MINISTERS, DISTINGUISHED GUESTS, LADIES AND GENTLEMEN 
In Agriculture Production and Food Security, COMESA continues to advance the Comprehensive Africa Agriculture Development Programme (CAADP), providing crucial technical support to Comoros, Zambia, Seychelles, and Eritrea in formulating and implementing their National Agriculture and Food Security Investment Plans (NAIPs). To ensure policy and trade decisions are evidence-based, a digital Regional Food Balance Sheet (RFBS) platform is being implemented to strengthen access to vital agricultural data. Furthermore, in the critical areas of livestock and fisheries, COMESA supported the assessment of Contagious Bovine Pleuropneumonia (CBPP) in Southern Africa and continues the implementation of the African Fisheries Reform Mechanism (AFRM).
In Industrial Development and Value Addition, significant progress is being made. The Zambia–Zimbabwe Joint Industrialisation Programme continues to progress with the establishment of a Common Agro-Industrial Park (CAIP). Sites were identified in the Musokotwane Farm Block in Zambia and five locations in Mashonaland West in Zimbabwe, with work underway to establish a Special Purpose Vehicle (SPV) to operationalize the initiative. To strengthen health security, COMESA is finalising a Regional Green Pharmaceutical Manufacturing Strategy. Meanwhile, we continue to strengthen competitiveness, building digital marketing skills of over 577 SMEs and expanding the BIZNET platform. This drive is further supported by the planned revision of the COMESA Common Investment Area (CCIA) Agreement, which will modernise the investment environment and encourage the establishment of cross-border industrial zones and green manufacturing hubs.
Infrastructure remains the backbone of regional integration. COMESA continues implementation of the Tripartite Transport and Transit Facilitation Programme (TTTFP) which is harmonising road transport laws, standards, and transit regimes, and preparatory work has commenced on the harmonisation of Road User Charges. COMESA is advancing the Single African Air Transport Market (SAATM) and aviation reforms under the Yamoussoukro Decision. To boost multimodal connectivity, various studies have commenced including feasibility studies for a regional shipping line, and the Nile–Mediterranean (VICMED) navigational route.
In Energy, the Regional Association of Energy Regulators for Eastern and Southern Africa (RAERESA) launched the Energy Information Management System (IMS) to support regulatory harmonisation across 12 Member States. COMESA is implementing the major World Bank-financed projects: the Regional Infrastructure Finance Facility (RIFF) Project (USD 10 million) and the Accelerating Sustainable and Clean Energy Access Transformation (ASCENT) Programme (USD 5 billion) over 5 years. 
In the Information and Communications Technology (ICT) sector, the World Bank-funded Inclusive Digitalization in Eastern and Southern Africa (IDEA) Project aims to increase broadband access for more than 180 million users, while work continues on critical policies for roaming, open access, broadband cooperation, cybersecurity, and data governance. We also continue to develop harmonised policies and expand infrastructure connectivity and access across the EA-SA-IOC region. The upcoming Cloud Africa ecosystem will provide access to affordable cloud infrastructure right here on the continent, empowering organizations to innovate, grow, and drive Africa’s digital transformation.
Turning to Gender, Youth, Social Inclusion and Health, the 50 Million African Women Speak (50MAWS) Platform, with more than 700,000 users, continues to support women entrepreneurs with tools and market access. COMESA has supported gender mainstreaming across key sectors, including aviation, the digital economy, and trade. Furthermore, through the COMESA Federation of Women in Business (COMFWB), market access for women- and youth-led SMEs has expanded, with over 2,700 participants benefiting from fairs and exhibitions. The operationalization of the COMESA Health Desk and the development of the draft Regional Health Strategy (2025–2030) aim to strengthen health security, preparedness, and the integration of health considerations into economic planning.
Finally, regarding Governance, Peace and Security, COMESA continues to strengthen democratic stability. With the African Union, we have undertaken joint Election Observer Missions in Seychelles, Mauritius, Malawi, and Rwanda. Zambia has completed its Country Structural Vulnerability and Resilience Assessment (CSVRA), with Kenya and Malawi progressing, bringing the total to ten Member States that have now reviewed their Structural Vulnerability Assessments (SVAs). COMESA remains committed to promoting democratic governance, conflict prevention, post-conflict reconstruction, and youth participation in  Youth, Peace and Security (YPS) .
GUEST OF HONOUR, HONOURABLE MINISTERS, DISTINGUISHED GUESTS, LADIES AND GENTLEMEN,
We are aware of the key challenges that persist which impact the pace of regional integration, including financial constraints, restrictions on movement of persons, low connectivity, slow domestication of commitments, proliferation of NTBs, and low levels of value addition. The Authority, in its recent sitting, provided clear direction focusing on leveraging digitalisation to deepen regional value chains for sustainable and inclusive growth. This strategic focus remains essential in addressing unemployment, inequality, climate threats, low value addition, and the widening digital divide.
As we deliberate today, let us reaffirm our collective determination to build a stronger, more integrated, and more resilient COMESA. 
With unity of purpose, sound governance, and firm political will, we can transform COMESA into the dynamic, competitive, and people-centred community envisioned by the Treaty.
It is now my honour to invite Honourable Ambrose Lufuma Minister of Defence to deliver the statement on behalf of the Vice President of the Republic of Zambia.
I thank you for your attention. 
2

image1.png




